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Abstract. The article touches upon the problem of the crisis of national-
state identity of young Russian citizens. Digitalization fundamentally
changes the functioning and reproduction of the culture, which underlies
group, ethnic, national, and state identity. These changes may cause
significant risks of destabilizing the state and its main institutions. The
authors discuss the role of educational institutions in the reproduction and
formation of new social values among young people and the following
formation of the national-state identity. The empirical part of the study is
aimed to identify the basis of national-state identity, which is the structure
and content of social ideas about Russia among various groups of users of
social networks aged 14-35 years, selected according to their gender, age,
and educational background. The article presents the results of the empirical
study of respondents’ social representations about Russia. It explains the
correlation between the national-state identity and social representations of
one’s country and indicates the structural-functional and content-
morphological characteristics of the social ideas of young people about
Russia. It also reveals the differences in the social representations of young
people from different population groups. The results make it possible to
clarify the understanding of the pattern of Russian young people’s social
thinking, which is responsible for the choice of identification images and
predetermines the strength and direction of political attitudes that affect the
political stability of Russia.
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1 Introduction

The problem of national-state identity is one of the most important among the problems that
humanity faces in the 21st century. There are many reasons for this, which were carefully
examined by F. Fukuyama [1] and several Russian political scientists, such as V.A. Achkasov
[2], R.V. Evstifeev [3], and others. The events of recent years have clearly shown the urgency
of this problem. The scale of mass migration, cross-border communication, and the impact
of global players on peoples’ national identity using the soft power strategy negatively
affected the loyalty of many countries’ citizens to common values, forming the basis of
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identity and the cohesion among the population in their states. Interracial, interethnic, and
interreligious clashes in Europe and the United States have called into question the ability of
state institutions to rely on the support of civil society. There is no reason to believe that these
conflicts are temporary. The organizers of the Black Lives Matter movement in the US are
convinced that “getting Trump out of office was not the end all, be all. The work is just
beginning” [4].

The formation of national-state identity is a complex and multifaceted process, which
involves different institutions. One of the most important is the educational institution,
through which the state has the opportunity and is obliged to pursue a targeted policy in the
field of identity, relying on both traditional values and ideological constructs. The
interpretation of historical facts and assessment of the activities of historical figures are of
particular importance.

The experience of today’s Ukraine is a well-known example of the construction of a new
identity. The Ukrainian political elite, which proclaimed independence, inevitably had to
detach itself from the symbolic list associated with the history of the Soviet Union and Russia,
create new heroic events and heroes, and oppose a new image of “us” to the image of “them”
represented by Russia. Since school years, Ukrainian children learn heroic events of the
struggle of the Directorate of Ukraine for independence and the activities of S. Bandera, 1.
Mazepa, and S. Petliura, who called Ukrainians to fight “our worst enemy: Moscow” [5].

The new possibilities for managing mass consciousness have appeared in Russia as well.
The main object of influence is the consciousness of the masses, which is formed through the
mechanisms of transformation of social representations. The transformation is possible due
to perceptions’ speculation, uncertainty, and remoteness [6: 91], creating prerequisites for
instability, uncertainty of a person.

1.1 Theoretical literature review

There is a growing concern of scientists about the techno-humanitarian imbalance [7], the
increasing gap between technological optimism and social pessimism [8: 16, 35; 9], the
emergence of global risks and “exacerbation regimes” [10], and the vulnerability of
humanitarian technologies and management systems in a risk society [11]. One of the
consequences of these changes is the crisis of national-state identity [12—14] in many
countries, including Russia.

Concern about the socio-political instability in Europe as a result of the loss of national
identity by citizens appeared in studies devoted to the dependence of social representations
about threats and risks on socio-political and cultural contexts [15-18]. The study of the
interconnection between culture and social thinking [19; 20], cultural diversity, social
identity, and cohesion among the population [21] are of particular importance.

Educational institutions performing two main functions (teaching and socialization
become more and more important. The latter function includes the formation of citizens with
national identity, who are ready to support their state for the sake of the common good [22].

Educational institutions provide either the development or degradation of society
regardless of the wishes of the political elites. If the main function of the political subsystem
is goal-setting and the organization of goal-achievement [23: 24], then educational
institutions form a person who is going to participate in achieving this goal and function in a
future designed according to this goal. Value models, instilled with knowledge, form a value-
conceptual matrix of the socio-political system. They will become the basis for the identity
of the future person, as well as their attitude towards the country and the state.

The aforementioned works set the following tasks for educational institutes: to
reconstruct the value-conceptual matrix for better identification of citizens with a given
socio-political system; to increase the role of the educational process in acquiring not only
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knowledge but also values and meanings [24: 310; 25: 22]. The need for the transformation
of the image of education, associated with the interconnection between the socio-political
system and the value-conceptual matrix [26: 9], is also justified.

1.2 Hypothesis

As a result of the Russian education system, the core of the social representation of Russia
by young people is contradictory, which may become a reason for the blurred national-state
identity.

1.3 Aim

The study is aimed to identify the system of images and symbols associated with the concept
of Russia in the minds of young people and social representations within the theory of “core-

periphery”.

2 Methods

Political sociology, political psychology, and social psychology theories are of significant
theoretical and methodological significance for the study of national-state identity in general
and the identity images of the country in particular. They are also important for the
identification of the semantic framework of the perception of social reality, as well as
emerging frames and narratives of collective memory responsible for the direction for
changes and stability of national-state identity [27-29].

The following research methods were used in the study: an online survey of social media
users; the method of free associations developed by J.-C. Abric [30], aimed to identify social
representations; content analysis of statements of qualitative and quantitative modification;
the method of prototypical and categorical analysis developed by P. Verges [31].

3 Results and discussion

The study of the structure and content of social representations of the young people about
Russia (users of Facebook and VKontakte) was carried out in June 2020. A total of 2,035
associations were received.

In general, the consciousness of “digitalized” young people is characterized by
inconsistency, a certain blur, and instability. In the structure of the received social
representations, the core is formed by those ideas, which reflect the collective memory of the
youth, stable and shared by the majority of the group. The central core contains a limited
number of elements that give meaning to the perception. These central elements are defined
as consensual and undeniable [32—34]. The peripheral system depends on the central core
and is of the greatest density; it is the most accessible and flexible part of social
representations.

According to our results, the core of social representations about Russia is represented by
three concepts (“country”, “home”, “pride”) with the same average frequency in the lists. The
frequency is higher for the concept of “country”. Besides, among other concepts, “country”
is associated with different meanings and has different connotations. The clustering of
associations into concepts showed that “country” is perceived in two ways: as a territory and
as a home. The characteristics of the country as a territory fell into zones 2 and 3, which are
zones of potential changes. They specify the elements of the first zone of the core. These

ELINT3

zones include such characteristics as “huge”, “big”, “resources”, “potential”, “opportunities”,
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“strength”, “love”, and “power”. In the core zone, in addition to the concept of “country”,
the concepts of “home” and “pride” reflected a warm, reverent attitude towards the country,
with a sense of pride for its achievements. Speaking about all concepts, the associations
“Russia-country” and “Russia-state” are represented almost equally, with positive and
negative connotations at the same time (“country of opportunities”, “rich country”, but
“state” dominated by “decline”, “devastation”, and “corruption”). Such concepts as
“homeland”, “great”, “Putin”, and “state” are present in young people’s representations of
Russia and are of high frequency. Yet, their frequency does not allow us to say that
“homeland” and “state” are the key elements around which the respondents’ representation
of Russia is formed. These concepts did not enter the core zone but entered the first one,
which is the zone of potential changes.

The following concepts were also included in the first peripheral system that makes up a

LEINNT3 CEINNTS

potential zone of change: “place”, “native”, “family”, “life”, “future”, “fear”, “corruption”,
“history”, “stagnation”, and “deep end”. The concepts are sorted in descending order of
frequency. This zone also includes associations with sensory categories. The emotional tone
is reduced, feelings of anxiety, disappointment, fear, anger, powerlessness, indifference, and
hopelessness appear. However, this zone is not stable; it is contradictory and sensitive to the
actual context of its existence, performing the functions of adaptation to modern life and
protection of the core.

The expansion of the identity zone to the global one is possible, but s associated with the
problem of balancing the global and the national-state identities. The study of the problem of
preserving the national-state identity and the cultural code of the country [35] in the context
of the expansion of the identity zone to the global one becomes relevant. Yet, it would give
a more constructive result when turning to the main methodological approaches to the study
of personality in the space of identification processes: symbolic interactionism,
behaviourism, cognitive and constructivist approaches.
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